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VEHICLE ELECTRICAL SYSTEM FAULT
DETECTION

TECHNICAL FIELD

The technical field generally relates to a system and
method for detecting electrical faults and more particularly
relates to a system and method for detecting electrical faults
in a vehicle.

BACKGROUND

Current electrical fault detection techniques for motor
vehicles are typically rudimentary. For instance, during
assembly or maintenance of a vehicle, a technician may sim-
ply activate electrical loads, such as headlamps, turn signals,
a motor starter, etc., and visually verify that they operate.
Unfortunately, such basic testing does little to reveal future
problems, such as loose electrical connectors, strained elec-
trical wiring, or loads that are nearing the end of their life.

Accordingly, it is desirable to provide systems and meth-
ods for determining hidden electrical problems in vehicle
prior to the load simply not responding. Furthermore, other
desirable features and characteristics of the present invention
will become apparent from the subsequent detailed descrip-
tion and the appended claims, taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings and the foregoing technical field and
background.

SUMMARY

A system is provided for detecting electrical faults. In one
embodiment, the system includes a current sensor disposed
between a battery and at least one electrical load. The current
sensor is capable of sensing electrical current flowing from
the battery to the load at a sensitivity sufficient to detect a
current transient. The system also includes a controller in
communication with the current sensor. The controller is
capable of comparing the sensed current transient to a prede-
termined current transient for the load and signaling a fault
when the sensed current transient and the predetermined cur-
rent transient vary by a predetermined amount.

A method is provided for detecting electrical faults. In one
embodiment, the method includes activating a load. An elec-
trical current is sensed flowing from a battery to the load at
sensitivity sufficient to detect a current transient. The method
further includes comparing the sensed current transient to a
predetermined current transient for the load. The method also
includes signaling a fault when the sensed current transient
and the predetermined current transient vary by a predeter-
mined amount.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The exemplary embodiments will hereinafter be described
in conjunction with the following drawing figures, wherein
like numerals denote like elements, and wherein:

FIG. 1 is block schematic diagram of an electrical fault
detection system in accordance with an embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a graph showing a sensed current transient for a
load and a predetermined current transient of the load in
accordance with an embodiment; and

FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing a method of detecting elec-
trical faults in accordance with an embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following detailed description is merely exemplary in
nature and is not intended to limit the application and uses.
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Furthermore, there is no intention to be bound by any
expressed or implied theory presented in the preceding tech-
nical field, background, brief summary or the following
detailed description.

Referring to FIG. 1, an electrical fault detection system 100
is shown and/or described herein. The system 100 of the
illustrated embodiment is described for use in a vehicle 102.
Specifically, the system 100 of the illustrated embodiment
may be used in an automobile (not separately numbered).
However, those skilled in the art appreciate that the system
100 may be used with other types of vehicles 100 or non-
vehicle applications.

The vehicle 102 includes a battery 104 for supplying elec-
trical energy. As is well known by those skilled in the art, the
battery 104 may include one or more electrochemical cells
(not shown) that convert stored chemical energy into electri-
cal energy. In the illustrated embodiment, the battery 104 is
rechargeable, i.e., a secondary battery. However, in other
embodiments, the battery 104 may be a primary battery.

The vehicle 102 further includes at least one electrical load
106 electrically connectable to the battery 104 for using the
electrical energy supplied by the battery 104. In the illustrated
embodiment, a plurality of loads 106 is shown. These loads
106 may include, but are certainly not limited to, a light, an
electric starter, aradio, a sensor, and a display. However, those
skilled in the art realize the vast variety of electrical loads 106
that may be implemented in the vehicle 102 or other loads 106
for non-vehicle applications. Furthermore, although multiple
loads 106 may be utilized in the vehicle 102 and the system
100 described herein, the at least one electrical load 106 may
be referred to simply as “the load 106” for ease of readability.

The system 100 includes a current sensor 108 disposed
between the battery 104 and the load 106. The current sensor
108 senses electrical current flowing from the battery 104 to
the load 106. Specifically, the current sensor 108 senses elec-
trical current to the load 106 at a sensitivity sufficient to detect
a current transient. That is, the current sensor 108 is sensitive
enough to detect the “inrush current” or “surge current” that
occurs when the load 106 is activated.

The system 100 further includes a controller 110. The
controller 110 may comprise a microprocessor, a microcon-
troller, an application specific integrated circuit (“ASIC”), a
digital signal processor (“DSP”), or any other suitable digital
computational device. The controller 110 is in communica-
tion with the current sensor 108. That is, the controller 110 is
electrically connected to the current sensor 108 such that
readings from the current sensor 108 may be received and
processed by the controller 110. More specifically, the con-
troller 110 may include an analog-to-digital converter
(“ADC”) 112 for converting an analog signal from the current
sensor 108 to a digital signal, as well appreciated by those
skilled in the art. The controller 110 may be a stand-alone
device, or may be integrated with other suitable device, e.g.,
a multi-function microprocessor used to control numerous
aspects of the vehicle 102.

As with the current sensor 108, the controller 110 also has
a sensitivity sufficient to detect a current transient. For
instance, a sample rate of the ADC 112 must be sufficient to
detect the spike in current that occurs over a very short period
of time. In one embodiment, the sample rate is at least 750
kHz. That is, the ADC 112 produces at least 750,000 samples
per second from the signal provided by the current sensor
108. In another embodiment, the sample rate is at least 1
MHz, or 1,000,000 samples per second. In yet another
embodiment, the sample rate is between 3 and 5 MHz. Of
course, the higher the sample rate, the more sensitive the
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controller 110 is to detecting current transients. However, the
ADC 112 need only have a sample rate sufficient to detect the
current transient.

In the illustrated embodiment, the current sensor 108 and
the controller 110 are sufficiently sensitive to detect a 0.01
ampere (“A”) change in current. More specifically, the current
sensor and the controller 110 of the illustrated embodiment
are sufficiently sensitive to detect a one milliampere (“mA”™)
change in current.

The controller 110 also includes a memory 114 for storing
data. Those skilled in the art will realize a wide variety of
suitable techniques and/or devices for implementing the
memory 114, including, but certainly not limited to, random
access memory (“RAM”), read-only memory (“ROM”), opti-
cal storage devices (e.g., compact discs), flash memory, and
magnetic discs (e.g., hard drives, floppy discs).

At least part of the memory 114 stores at least one prede-
termined current transient for each load 106. For example,
one predetermined current transient for a specific load 106 is
data corresponding to an ideal current transient, (i.e., a “gold
standard” current transient) for when that load 106 is acti-
vated. Other current transients for the load 106 may be data
corresponding to a variety of non-ideal current transients for
the load 106. For instance, one predetermined current tran-
sient for the load 106 may be data corresponding to a situation
where a wire (not numbered) leading to the load has become
loose, but not disconnected from a connector (not shown).
Another predetermined current transient for the load may be
data corresponding to a situation where the impedance of the
load has increased.

The controller 110 is capable of comparing the sensed
current transient to the ideal current transient for the load. By
performing this comparison, the controller 110 can determine
whether or not the sensed current transient is ideal or if a
non-ideal (i.e., abnormal) condition occurs. The controller
110 is also capable of signaling a fault when the sensed
current transient and the predetermined current transient vary
by a predetermined amount. That is, the controller 110 may
signal a fault if the predetermined current transient is non-
ideal. Moreover, the controller 110 of the illustrated embodi-
ment is capable of comparing the sensed current transient to
other predetermined current transient, such that the exact
reasons for the fault may be deduced, or at least estimated.

The system 100 may include one or more disconnect
switches 116 electrically connected between the battery 104
and the load 106. The disconnect switches 116 may be con-
figured to allow manual and/or automatic activation and deac-
tivation of the load 106. For automatic control, at least one of
the disconnect switches 116 may be in communication with
the controller 110 such that the controller 110 can close or
open switch 116.

The controller 110 may deactivate the load 106 in response
to a fault being detected. For example, if the controller 110
determines that the sensed current transient is not ideal, the
controller 110 may deactivate the load 106 by opening the
switch 116 associated with the load 106.

With continuing reference to FIG. 1, FIG. 2 shows a graph
200 comparing the sensed current transient 201 to the ideal
current transient 202 during the activation and deactivation of
the load 106. The horizontal axis 204 represents time and the
vertical axis 206 represents current draw from the battery 104.
As can be seen, in the illustrated graph 200, the time of sensed
current transient 201 is longer than the time of the ideal
current transient 202 and the amount of current draw of
sensed current transient 201 is greater than the ideal current
transient 202. This may represent a fault in the load 106 that
is being measured or the wiring to the load 106. As such, a
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fault would be signaled by the controller 110. Potentially, the
load 106 may be disabled to prevent damage to the load 106.
Of course, the comparison in FIG. 2 is only exemplary, and
that other sensed and ideal current transient comparisons may
appear different when represented graphically.

The system 100 of the illustrated embodiment further
includes a connector 118 electrically connected to the con-
troller 110. The connector 118 allows a remote control unit
120 to be electrically connected to the controller 110. The
remote control unit 120 allows a user to interface with the
controller 110. Specifically, in the illustrated embodiment,
the user may operate the remote control unit 120 to begin
testing one or more of the loads 106. During this testing
process, the remote control unit 120 may direct a user to
manually activate and/or deactivate the load 106. Once acti-
vated, the controller 110 receives the signal from the sensor
108 and determined whether or not to signal a fault, as
described above.

The remote control unit 120 may be portable and discon-
nectable from the connector 118 (and thus disconnectable
from the controller 110). However, in other embodiments, the
remote control unit 120 may be permanently integrated into
an electronic display (not shown) or other such control panel
(not shown) of the vehicle 102.

The system 100, particularly when implemented in the
vehicle 102, may include an alternator 122 for charging the
battery 104. The alternator may be selectively connected to a
motor (not shown) of the vehicle 102. Operation of the alter-
nator 122 may be controlled by the controller 110. The con-
troller 110 may control the alternator 122 to selectively
charge the battery based, at least in part, on the current sensed
by the current sensor 108. As such, the alternator 122 may be
turned off to improve fuel economy of the vehicle 102.

A method 300 of detecting electrical faults has been
described above with relation to the described system 100.
However, the method 300 may be implemented in other sys-
tems not specifically described herein. The method 300, as
shown in FIG. 3, may include the step 301 of directing a user
to manually activate one of a plurality of loads. The method
300 includes the step 302 of activating a load. Once the load
is activated, the method 300 continues with the step 304 of
sensing electrical current flowing from a battery to the load at
sensitivity sufficient to detect a current transient. The method
300 further includes the step 306 of comparing the sensed
current transient to a predetermined current transient for the
load. The method 300 may also include the step 308 of sig-
naling a fault when the sensed current transient and the pre-
determined current transient vary by a predetermined
amount. Furthermore, the method 300 may include the step
310 of disabling the load in response to the signaling of the
fault. If no fault is detected the method 300 may include the
step 312 of directing the user to disconnect the load and the
step 314 of disconnecting the load.

While at least one exemplary embodiment has been pre-
sented in the foregoing detailed description, it should be
appreciated that a vast number of variations exist. It should
also be appreciated that the exemplary embodiment or exem-
plary embodiments are only examples, and are not intended to
limit the scope, applicability, or configuration of the disclo-
sure in any way. Rather, the foregoing detailed description
will provide those skilled in the art with a convenient road
map for implementing the exemplary embodiment or exem-
plary embodiments. It should be understood that various
changes can be made in the function and arrangement of
elements without departing from the scope of the disclosure
as set forth in the appended claims and the legal equivalents
thereof.



US 9,081,039 B2

5

What is claimed is:

1. A method for detecting electrical faults, comprising:

activating a load;

sensing electrical current flowing from a battery to the load
at sensitivity sufficient to detect a current transient;

comparing the sensed current transient to a predetermined
current transient for the load; and

signaling a fault when the sensed current transient and the
predetermined current transient vary by a predetermined
amount.

2. A method as set forth in claim 1 further comprising

disabling the load in response to the signaling of the fault.

3. A method as set forth in claim 1 wherein the sensitivity
is sufficient to detect a 0.01 ampere (A) change in current.

4. A method as set forth in claim 1 wherein the sensitivity
is sufficient to detect a one milliampere (mA) change in
current.

5. A method as set forth in claim 1 further comprising
directing a user to manually activate the load.

6. A method as set forth in claim 5 further comprising
directing the user to manually deactivate the load after the
electrical current flowing from the battery to the load has been
sensed.

7. An electrical fault detection system, comprising:

a current sensor configured to be disposed between a bat-
tery and at least one electrical load and further config-
ured to sense electrical current flowing from the battery
to the load at a sensitivity sufficient to detect a current
transient; and

a controller in communication with said current sensor for
comparing the sensed current transient to a predeter-
mined current transient for the load and signaling a fault
when the sensed current transient and the predetermined
current transient vary by a predetermined amount.

8. A system as set forth in claim 7, further comprising a

connector electrically connected to said controller for allow-
ing a remote control unit to be electrically connected to said
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controller, the remote control unit capable of directing a user
to manually activate and/or deactivate the load.

9. A system as set forth in claim 7 wherein the sensitivity is
sufficient to detect a 0.01 ampere (A) change in current.

10. A system as set forth in claim 7 wherein the sensitivity
is sufficient to detect a one milliampere (mA) change in
current.

11. A vehicle, comprising:

at least one electrical load;

a battery electrically connected to the at least one electrical
load for supplying electrical power to the at least one
electrical load;

a current sensor disposed between said battery and said at
least one electrical load for sensing electrical current
flowing from said battery to said at least one electrical
load at a sample rate sufficient to detect a current tran-
sient;

a controller in communication with said current sensor for
comparing the sensed current transient to a predeter-
mined current transient for said at least one electrical
load and producing a fault signal when the sensed cur-
rent transient and the predetermined current transient
vary by a predetermined amount.

12. A vehicle as set forth in claim 11, further comprising a
connector electrically connected to said controller for allow-
ing a remote control unit to be electrically connected to said
controller, the remote control unit capable of directing a user
to manually activate and/or deactivate said at least one elec-
trical load.

13. A vehicle as set forth in claim 11, further comprising a
generator electrically connected to said battery for charging
said battery.

14. A vehicle as set forth in claim 11 wherein the sensitivity
is sufficient to detect a 0.01 ampere (A) change in current.

15. A vehicle as set forth in claim 11 wherein the sensitivity
is sufficient to detect a one milliampere (mA) change in
current.



